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Fugue – a medical disorder involving memory loss, long-term amnesia, during which mental capacity is not disturbed. The condition may provoke a headlong departure from familiar surroundings as the result of an insuperable, uncontrolled need to create a new life (in new surroundings). Following recovery, the sufferer does not recall the previous – pathological – state. From the Latin word fuga – flight, particularly flight from the homeland, persecution, but also expulsion.


Fugue – a polyphonic musical composition in which themes are repeated successively according to specific rules; an artistic form with a theme and response, which is not the case with these sketches that are in fact junk; they contain no response, because it is debatable whether they pose questions at all, any kind of questions. They are sometimes repeated, repeated according to “specific rules”, and they are sometimes also outside them, but they have nothing more to ask.


Fugue – a German architectural term, a joint between stones or tiles; a deliberate gap in the building process to obviate the possibility of the construction developing fissures; a crack, which might be a metaphor for this debris.









 


It is May 1992. More precisely, it is 14 May, 1992, in the morning. The day is sunny, almost summery. Antonia Host, a forty-two-year-old housewife, mother of two (thirteen and sixteen), is carrying a suitcase, brittle, cracked from lying around, from dust and dry air, from non-travel, from non-departure, from non-arrival anywhere or to anyone. The housewife Antonia Host leaves the courtyard of her building, without locking the door behind her. The washing-up is done, the beds made, the flowers bright and blooming. Antonia Host sings “Bella ciao” sotto voce and her hair – freshly dyed, streaked with red and cut in a modern style – billows and sways as she walks. I have lovely hair, says Antonia Host. It is shiny. Bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao, ciao, ciao, sings Antonia Host as she walks. It could not be said that Antonia Host is sad.


Antonia Host catches a train and arrives in the port two hours before the boat leaves for the south of Europe. In a fishermen’s tavern she eats grilled calamari and chard with olive oil, drinks a glass of Merlot and a coffee with no milk or sugar. She books a cabin. Travels for two days. Watches the sea. Hums. Arrives in a Mediterranean town. Rents a room. Watches the sea. Hums. Drums her fingers. She keeps tapping with her fingers, rapidly and softly, as though she were drumming on the taut skin of an African tom-tom. She is separated from her life by a thousand kilometres and who knows how many nautical miles. Or maybe nothing separates her from anything.


The Mediterranean town is historically famous; it is an old town full of lifelessness, but its music is alive. It is a town with a lively Academy of Music, known far and wide. The day after she arrives, Antonia Host puts sandals, black, with high heels, onto her bare feet, and in a tight Shantung dress, also black, knocks on the door of the Director of the Academy. It is a sunny day, even more summery, even warmer than the day in the town that Antonia Host has abandoned, which lies at the foot of an oak forest; this town has pines in abundance. The sky is shamelessly blue, The sky is indigo blue, the sky is singing, says Antonia Host, and my make-up looks good. Antonia Host has green eyes and an elegant height. Antonia Host breathes deeply and regularly. I like my red lips and my red hair, she says. I like my hips, they are serious hips and they carry a song, and my dress is elegant, she says.


She presents herself to the Director of the Academy as Lydia Paut.


I graduated from here, years ago, she says. I am a pianist, she says. I’d like to teach. My name is Lydia Paut. That is what she says.


Start with private lessons. Then we’ll see. That is what the Director says, very politely, very obligingly.


As Lydia Paut, Antonia Host becomes popular in the once-fortified town, today it is a sunny town and open on all sides. Lydia Paut, alias Antonia Host, plays in chamber concerts, she also makes solo appearances. She plays in the open air, she plays in stone halls in which her shoulders freeze. The audience is international and select. Two years later, the Director of the Academy (that same man) says: Dear Lydia, I’d like you to become my deputy. Antonia Host, or Lydia Paut, says: I would be delighted.


Lydia Paut has friends. Lydia Paut has a flat, she has a piano, she has new memories. My old memories are as wide as sails, they flutter like ghosts, they are white as sheets, and nothing is written on them, says Lydia Paut when someone asks about her past, although few people ask her anything, that is the way people are. They mind their own business. Lydia Paut learns new languages. Lydia Paut laughs.


Five years pass. Life is good. Sometimes I walk through the stone streets barefoot, says Lydia Paut. The stone exudes the warmth of the sun.


It is the New Year concert. Lydia Paut plays Liszt. The town breathes ceremoniously, multitudes of small silver lights sparkle. The nights are cold and dry. The waves are wild, but they do not enter the town. After the concert, a fat woman approaches Lydia Paut and says:


You are not Lydia Paut. You are Antonia Host. I know you both. We studied together in this town, long ago.


Lydia Paut (Antonia Host) looks at the fat woman, wide-eyed. That’s not possible, she says. I’ve never seen you before.


Soon after, Antonia Host, still convinced that she is Lydia Paut, is transported by helicopter (forcibly) to her former town, the autumnal one. Her husband, a well-known public figure in politics and the Church, is waiting for her on the tarmac. Her children, now grown up, are waiting for her as well. Who are you? asks Antonia Host. I don’t know you.


Antonia Host is taken to a psychiatric clinic where her amnesia is treated, her fugue rooted out. We’ll bring you back to life, they say.


To which life? asks Lydia Paut, then falls silent for ever.


A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF ANTONIA HOST


Antonia Host grows up in a fanatically religious Catholic family. Despite the fact that her parents publicly advocate strict morals, they accuse one another manically of infidelity, they accuse one another so much, they shout so much, they utter so many appalling words in the small hours of the night, drunk, that Antonia begins to doubt the legitimacy of her conception. Divorce is out of the question, Antonia Host’s parents keep saying in response to their friends’ and relations’ increasingly frequent suggestions. It would be sacrilegious and blasphemous, they say. And so Antonia Host’s parents stay together “until death does them part”, venting their mutual intolerance at their two daughters. Antonia lives immured in a world of prohibitions. With no outings and no company. In silent solitude, in pleated tweed dresses, buttoned up to the chin. With a wardrobe full of white collars and long, crocheted socks, with a weight of mousy-brown plaits down her back and nightmares in her head. Antonia has an older sister, Magdalena, with whom she shares secrets, not that she has any. That is how she lives. But, when Antonia is seventeen, Magdalena dies. Antonia is inconsolable. Antonia becomes reticent, even more reticent that is. Antonia does not listen to the music she once loved. Antonia no longer plays the piano, she no longer practises. When she finishes school, her parents send Antonia to a conservatoire in a town in the south of Europe. In the town in the south of Europe, Antonia shares a flat with the student Lydia Paut. Lydia Paut is a sunny, attractive girl with naturally red hair. Lydia Paut is good. Lydia Paut loves Antonia Host. Thanks to her, Antonia Host acquires friends and happiness. You are my new sister, Antonia tells her friend Lydia Paut.


But, but. In the fifth year of her studies, Lydia Paut falls in love with a young dentist. Antonia Host goes to dances and outings with the lovers. And, inevitably, begins to nurture a secret inclination towards her “sister’s” fiancé. Which is, given her upbringing, an inadmissible state of affairs, an unforgiveable sin. Tormented by jealousy and unrequited love, Antonia Host returns to the cage of her childhood. Lydia Paut abandons her studies, marries and goes off with her husband to another country, across the ocean. Antonia Host, downcast and withdrawn, graduates, but listlessly, and marries a man to whom she is physically and spiritually indifferent, punishing herself because of her unmanageable longing for “forbidden fruit”. Life alongside a man of conservative views, a devout believer, opposed to popular music and contemporary films, opposed to abortion, opposed to independent, employed women, opposed to lesbians and homosexuals, opposed to agnostics and atheists, not to mention communists, opposed to fashion, opposed to dyed hair and make-up, opposed to perfume, opposed to cafés, tobacco, wine and coffee, a man fanatically devoted to a healthy lifestyle that makes even the fittest ill, this life becomes intolerable for Antonia Host. Her student days spent in the town in the south of Europe are transformed in her imagination into a fairy tale, which, through her own carelessness of course, she had let slip from her hands to shatter into tiny pieces, which she then masochistically ground into dust. To make matters worse, Antonia Host’s younger daughter, exceptionally musically gifted and her favourite, dies after a lengthy illness. This happens on 10 May, 1992. After the funeral, Antonia Host goes to the hairdresser and says: Give me red streaks. Three days later, on 14 May, 1992, Antonia Host takes her battered suitcase of sickly brown plastic, without any explanation abandons her home and – as far as those around her are concerned – vanishes without trace.


*


Fugues – little friends of our reality, indestructible. Sometimes, to a collection of innocent fugues, we add submissive little fuguettes which, like small faithful dogs, scamper round our heels, elusive fugues tasting of dreams. We unearth fugues that we thought were long since dead out of who knows which storehouses. Our fugues are our beliefs, our common sense, our gods, they are the peace with which we decorate our lives as we decorate Christmas trees, at times excessively. How would we manage otherwise, how? It is warm beneath the fugues, they are a tent over our days. Beside them and with them we stroll into a time of paltry pain. When good people come along, and they adore coming along just to suck us into their lives, plucking us out of our own, we say, Fine. And we wait for the germ of a new fugue to bud, to uncoil from our breath like the tone of a mysterious melody and grow and grow until it becomes a symphony into which we plunge. One person winks, embraces his fugue and sets sail. Another frowns, tucks his fugue into his bosom and walks on as though nothing were happening, yet another tells his fugue to get lost, turns his back on it and – is extinguished. These extinguished, fugue-less people mill around everywhere, everywhere. They are mobile suits of armour made of plaster, which move, rigid, over this planet and sometimes howl, like ghosts, singing their resonance, their hollowness. At times of heavy rains, when floods burst, they melt and dissolve into nothing, only then. When droughts come, they crack and send out a chilling sound, ominous. And so it goes on for ever, from one life to another, every day.


 







	This is like a fairy tale, all this.
	There are nightmare fairy tales. Fairy tales are home to monsters and nymphs, dwarves and giants; murders, great and small, take place in them; in them deaths are tender, loving, but also cruel and vengeful. In fairy tales, murdered beings come to life, one way or another, while some for ever disappear, they leave, but the story still goes on. The fairy tale gets by without those eliminated (dead, murdered) heroes, because that is how it was conceived, to contain disturbances, here and there. This is like a fairy tale, all this, our lives today. Unfathomable.
   This is a state of sickness – similar to the state following the parting of two lovers, a parting imposed by circumstance, not volition. A state of nausea, a state of stasis. This is a life that simply will not “lie down”; it rubs and creaks like socialist shoes. This is a dislocated life like a shadow.




	These are stains.
	










Turning and turning in the widening gyre


The falcon cannot hear the falconer;


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere


The ceremony of innocence is drowned;


The best lack all conviction, while the worst


Are full of passionate intensity.












 


I once met a man who collected editions of The Little Prince. He didn’t collect other books, he only collected The Little Prince. He had The Little Prince in forty-seven languages, all different formats, with illustrations in colour and illustrations in black and white, The Little Prince in hardcover, The Little Prince in paperback and The Little Prince mutilated, without covers, truncated. Perhaps he has more than forty-seven Little Princes by now, I don’t know; the man disappeared from my life long ago and it’s unclear why I thought of him just now, during this enforced flight. The man may not even be alive; when I met him he was old and smoked a pipe in a large empty house somewhere in America. There was no furniture in his house (there was some folding furniture, mostly for the garden, as though the man were intending at any minute to go off somewhere, as though he were preparing to leave – or to wait) and the man walked through his rooms, alone. Perhaps he really was waiting for something (or someone) to be returned to him, but that is, I see now, senseless. If the man has died, what has happened to his collection? When I have nothing to do, I ought to investigate that, whether his Little Princes are scattered all over the world, whether they ended up in some North American trashcan and have been recycled into new stories.


Pessoa is often annoying. Like when a dentist pokes around an exposed nerve with a drill, that is how he digs. Pessoa scratches at himself and around himself, madly, pityingly, self-pityingly, rarely crossly, but there again . . .




I don’t know if these feelings are some slow madness brought on by hopelessness, if they are recollections of some other world in which we’ve lived – confused, jumbled memories, like things glimpsed in dreams, absurd as we see them now but not in their origin if we but knew what that was. I don’t know if we once were other beings, whose greater completeness we sense only incompletely today, being mere shadows of what they were, beings that have lost their solidity in our feeble two-dimensional imaginings of them amongst the shadows we inhabit.







Who is saying this,


he or I?







Fernando, said Pessoa’s grandmother Dionisia before she died in an asylum, Fernando, you will be like me, because blood is a traitor. You will drag me after you your whole life. Life is madness and you will fill your pockets with madness until the day of your death.


One night Alberto Caeiro spoke in Fernando’s skull, pale, blond and blue-eyed. I am your father and your master, he said. I shall die of tuberculosis in the village of Ribatejo, in the arms of my big fat aunt. Such is life, replied Pessoa, enigmatic. Everything in it is hidden, including you.


When Alberto Caeiro died, Pessoa did not weep, he made love to Ophelia Quéiroz, the young secretary at the company where he worked. Here is a poem for you, said Alvaro de Campos, a decadent futurist and nihilist with whom Pessoa occasionally drank, mostly in a little restaurant called “Pessoa”, where Bernardo Soares secretly noted his anxieties on paper napkins or old bus tickets. When he had heard the poem by Alvaro de Campos to the end, Pessoa was deeply moved. It’s a wonderful poem, he said. There are many young men who look like girls. They even use anti-wrinkle cream around their eyes. They are delicate and like wearing tight clothes. And jewellery. I shall break off my relationship with Ophelia. One day Ophelia came to work in a green dress with yellow flowers, a yellow ribbon in her hair. I often pass by the same beggar, said Pessoa to Ophelia. Then his stench follows me for ages. Farewell, dearest Ophelia. I have written verses for all the people in the world, but only my parrot is able to recite them.





How do the deaf manage? Who do they talk to, who do they hear, where are their voices? Is it possible that a black hole of silence gapes in the heads of the deaf? Had he been born deaf, Pessoa might not have quadrupled, he would have remained alone. And dumb. Returning from work arm in arm with the demure Ophelia, shivering in her violet winter coat, he would have watched cockroaches mating.


Proust gets on my nerves as well. I only look at his books from the outside, there’s no question of my reading him. So I won’t quote him.









 


They say that there’s a Japanese man who rears bonsai kittens, midgets. He puts them into jars, inserts a tube into their anal opening and draws its other end out through the neck of the jar, then he feeds them through the tube. The food is not natural, but chemical nourishment that sterilises the little creatures at the same time. Eventually, the kittens take on the shape of the jars. In the jars, they cannot move, they cannot turn round, they cannot clean themselves. The jars are usually square, so in time the kittens become square too.


People could be put into jars as well; and people would also become small, they would become midgets, dwarves, looking through the glass wide-eyed and perhaps just moving their lips. These little mannikins and womannikins, these human freaks could be put on shelves like ornamental people. On the shelves there would be a lot of glass jars with a mass of miniature humanoid creatures that breathe, in fact pant, so the jars would be misted up. There would be silence. Living silence, rhythmic and undulating, human. Human silence.


In an asylum in the south, or perhaps in the north, the inmates sewed up their lips – with surgical thread, silken. Surgical thread is strong. The inmates used a (wide) curved needle for the sewing, and each mouth was sewn with three, at most four, stitches. This was the patients’ (silent) protest against the staff, who paid them no attention. In the asylum a still greater soundlessness then reigned, a vast hush that today, like steam, like smoke, gushes from the ceilings and walls of the ruined building in the back of beyond and rises in clouds towards the sky; during black nights (moonless nights), that same soundlessness, that ominous human hush, allegedly mad, returns as a breeze; it falls like downy rain onto the clouded panes of our refuge in never-land and, because it is their only air, in order to survive, the patients fill their by now empty, flaccid lungs with this noxious but odourless breeze, this invisible cobweb of silence. The landscape around the asylum is sealed, petrified, motionless as a drawing. It lies under a lava of silence woven of inaudible footsteps, which rustle softly because they stream out of the asylum in which all the slippers are made of felt.


That landscape, that asylum, that madhouse of our age, has scattered its remnants everywhere, even across the seas. Like excavations, like fossils of our history, they emerge, in one shape or another, they emerge every day and create an immense shudder that incites nausea.


Those jars, for instance.


Those jars in which there are none of the above imagined but nevertheless existent humanoid creations shaped in the silence of literary imaginings, people who for centuries have been making an ominous din, those jars in which one ought long ago to have begun to arrange, conserve and hermetically seal exemplars of polluted humanity, as a punishment; those jars, in a real asylum once called Am Steinhof, and later, for the sake of peace in the soul and forced oblivion, renamed Otto Wagner Spital; those jars, which have been waiting on shelves for half a century and more in the dank cellars of Europe, the dark cellars of Vienna; those jars where children’s brains float, no-one knows exactly how many, how many children’s brains, some say AROUND 500, others AROUND 600, yet others AROUND 770 brains




some, for the sake of precision, say 772 children’s brains, or 789 children’s brains – a trifle, that little difference of 17 cerebral masses





of children from six months to fourteen years of age, allegedly damaged brains, for the most part nameless, removed from the skulls of the euthanised little patients from the children’s hospital Spiegelgrund within the complex of Am Steinhof psychiatric clinic, known today as Otto Wagner Spital, with the aim of improving the human race, with the aim of improving the human, deranged, mind. Tidily arranged, labelled like jars of Konfitüre in a zealous housewife’s larder, these preserved but dead brains of the past ring, reverberate in our todays.




My name is Johann. I was born in Vienna in 1931. I’m a house-painter, I have a family, grown-up children, all healthy. I have grandchildren. I have nightmares. I spent three years in Spiegelgrund as the patient of Dr Heinrich Gross. I was ten years old then. Before the trial, we were taken to the hospital cellar. The jars were hermetically sealed and covered with a thick layer of dust. The brains were preserved, they say. They float in formaldehyde, they say. Formaldehyde has a recognisable smell. I do not believe that the brains have been preserved. Dr Gross and the members of his team dug and poked around those brains and even if they were preserved, what could be done with them today, what? They are after all dead brains, they don’t pulsate, they are pale. They are soft cerebral fossils, they are mummified brains, eaten away, perhaps even hollow.


Whenever Gross came into the hospital ward we were unable to breathe, an icy wind froze our breath.







Dr Heinrich Gross, former head of the children’s department of Am Steinhof hospital and an inveterate Nazi, is now eighty-six years old. He sits in the dock, looking at the house-painter Johann in surprise. He leans on a walking stick with a silver handle. It is an expensive walking stick. His clothes are too big. I am a psychiatrist, says Dr Gross, I know when someone is fantasising. This man has a vivid imagination, he sees things and people. This man needs treatment.





*




On winter nights, they used to leave us half naked on the balconies. We died slowly. I didn’t die. They gave us injections and sedatives and on those balconies first we shivered, then we fell asleep, then we caught pneumonia.







Gross does not remember his past. The trial is adjourned because Dr Heinrich Gross has no memory, no-one’s memory, not his own nor that of his patients, nor historical memory. He languishes in a false fugue, whether in a fugue of dissembling or dementia is not known and never will be. Without memory, it is impossible to summon up the past. There are proofs, small recollections stored in the skulls of those who no longer exist. These preserved proofs of sixty years earlier float in formaldehyde, but they are not sufficient proofs. The court psychiatrist declares the former S.S. psychiatrist Heinrich Gross, from 1950 to 1998 his respected, highly paid colleague, an active paediatric neurologist, author of dozens of scientific papers about the deformation of the brain, senile, while Judge Karl-Heinz Seewald acquits him. Dr Heinrich Gross will die a natural death, as an innocent, free man.







I am Waltraud Haupl. Here is my sister Annemarie’s file from 1943. Annemarie was admitted to Spiegelgrund because of rachitic changes to her bones. Dr Gross included her in his programme of euthanasia of mentally retarded children. The file records a therapeutic starvation diet: white coffee with a piece of bread once a day. My sister died when she was three. She weighed nine kilos. I have not yet received her brain.


I would like you to give it to me. I would like to bury that brain.







Am Steinhof hospital (Otto Wagner Spital) is situated in a beautiful park, with pavilions in the art nouveau style. Until 1945, the cream of Austrian and German medical practitioners worked and carried out research there. Built in 1907, it was long considered the largest and most advanced hospital in Europe. Some thirty years later, in 1940, it became one of forty centres for carrying out the Nazi programme Aktion T4, for the elimination of physically and mentally handicapped patients of all ages, hypocritically named a programme of euthanasia. The Aktion T4 programme got its name from the Berlin address Tiergartenstrasse 4, location of a magnificent villa, the Führer’s headquarters; here the team of monstrous, corrupt-minded, sick people then in power devised a plan for the eradication of pathological human genes, the production of a wholesome human race, the cleansing of what were for them undesirables. But, for the sake of truth, it should be said that theories of eugenics, ideas about the sterilisation and euthanasia of people with defects appeared for the first time in the United States and Sweden in the 1920s. The Nazis “simply” adopted them and put them into practice.







I’m Friedl’s mother. We lived in a small town some hundred kilometres from Vienna. The Russian troops were already in Austria. It rained terribly hard towards the end of April 1945, it rained for days. I wanted to see Friedl; he had been at Spiegelgrund for two weeks, at Spiegelgrund, they told me to come back in three weeks, they told me Friedl had pneumonia. I didn’t want to come back in three weeks, so I came after two weeks, on the twentieth of April. They were celebrating Hitler’s birthday. On the ward they told me to come back the next day. I was soaking. My feet were wet. And my hair was wet. It was windy. I had forgotten my gloves. My umbrella had broken. It was a blue umbrella with yellow dots. I had brown stockings. I said, I want to see Friedl. If you want to see Friedl, look for him yourself, replied the nurse. She wasn’t a disagreeable nurse; she had a little piece of cake, some chocolate, stuck at the left corner of her mouth. I found Friedl. He was lying in a bed with bars. The bars had been stripped. Throughout that ward, children were lying in little cages, motionless. Those children did not cry, they drooped. They had half-open eyes, heavy lids. I pushed my hand through the bars, I stroked Friedl’s cheek; his cheek was cold. Mama’s here, I said. Friedl didn’t recognise me. He didn’t stir. I went home and came back three days later. It was still raining. I’ve come for my son, I said to the doctor, I’m taking him home. Spiegelgrund was the best hospital in Austria. No-one in his right mind would doubt Spiegelgrund. They told me, your son isn’t here, my heart stopped. The nurse looked at the file. Yes, Friedl died, he died yesterday at twenty past two, the nurse announced. This wasn’t the nurse with the bit of chocolate in the corner of her mouth. This was the head nurse, stern. I asked for a document, a diagnosis, a report on my son’s death. They didn’t give me anything. We’re very busy, they said. Then I said, give me his body, I want his body, I want that. The stern head nurse said, he has been buried in the hospital cemetery, talk to the gravediggers. In the hospital cemetery, I saw a lot of open graves; all the graves were muddy, sodden with rain, full of water. A truck arrived loaded with paper sacks. The rain dissolved the paper, the sacks fell apart, out of the sacks dropped little limbs, children’s, little bare feet, little hands. Fifty-five years passed. I got my son’s file. They took me to the cellar of Spiegelgrund, today that hospital is named after Otto Wagner. Otto Wagner was an architect, they told me. He had never been a Nazi, that’s why they called the hospital after him. They took me to the cellar. There I found my son’s brain. In a jar. They said, take Friedl. Now you can bury him.







The murder of handicapped children did not stop at the end of World War Two. The last victim of the crazed doctor-experimenters was four-year-old Richard Jenne, killed on the children’s ward of Kaufbeuren-Irsee state hospital in Bavaria three weeks after Germany’s unconditional surrender.


From 1934 to 1945, with the zealous cooperation of scientists, students, medical staff and Nazi functionaries, German and Austrian doctors throughout Europe forcibly sterilised 375,000 women and men who had been allegedly diagnosed as having so-called congenital psycho-physical deformations. More than 5,000 children and 80,000 adults were killed in psychiatric hospitals. Most of the doctors were never brought to trial; they stayed on as heads of hospitals and wards, they carried on with their scientific discoveries, they were given prizes for their professional dedication and died as respected citizens. In the bliss of general oblivion.












 


Her name was Živka, I don’t know whether she’s still alive. Call me Žile, my nickname, call me Žile, she kept saying. We called her Žile. She was being treated by my mother, who said they should not be treated at all. My mother’s patients came to visit us, and, on public holidays they even came to lunch, sometimes several of them at once. Admittedly, some of her patients didn’t come. Some of my mother’s patients were quiet, some were not quiet. My mother liked her patients.


Žile cut her hair with nail scissors, short and uneven. She liked to show her underwear, See how clean it is, she’d say, I’m a clean woman. Žile was fat, but sturdy, she talked a lot, and rapidly, and smelled of baby cream and walnut oil. She used to take flowers regularly to my mother’s grave; I don’t know whether that’s the case now, it’s all far away, including my mother’s grave. If Žile is dead, then probably only Elsa, who is old and immortal, still brings flowers. Along with the flowers, Žile used to light yellow candles, the candles would blow out at once because it’s always windy at my mother’s grave, with that north wind. After New Year, exactly three decades ago, we transplanted the fir tree from its pot to beside mother’s headstone. The tree was small then, now it’s tall. It’s remarkable that it managed to grow so bushy; graveyards are generally cramped and crowded, over-occupied. The fir tree waves, as if to say Come, or perhaps Flee! And it rocks the air, sprinkling it with the scent of the Mediterranean. That’s odd. My mother’s grave is an inland grave, in which lie a painter, also Mediterranean, and his wife Marija in polished, darkened coffins. Their remains, placed there long ago, have already decayed, just brittle bones and grey dust, devoid of the slightest indication of human form. Those are dislocated facts, outside the context of the former lives of the people in this grave, lives composed like a song, salty and sun-drenched. The little transplanted New Year fir, bought in a clay pot at the huge urban market in Belgrade, has also been relocated, exiled, buried where it doesn’t belong. So, here I am now, near the sea, my mother is not, and here, beside the sea, I don’t have a single important grave, or any grave I can stroll to.




On fine afternoons the living population pays a visit to the dead and they decipher their own names on their stone slabs: like the city of the living, this other city communicates a history of toil, anger, illusions, emotions; only here all has become necessary, divorced from chance, categorized, set in order. And to feel sure of itself, the living Laudomia has to seek in the Laudomia, for different cities that could have been and were not, or reasons that are incomplete, contradictory, disappointing.





Žile wore nylon combinations edged with nylon lace, yellowish, because with time nylon turns yellow. Žile adored everything nylon and plastic; both nylon and plastic were for her cosmic discoveries, magic. Plastic containers of various shapes and sizes, brightly coloured, and the dilemma of which one to choose? She would choose them ALL, they were easy to wash and they were not disagreeably heavy. Nylon clothing is playful, it fits in your hand, and when your hand opens it leaps out, expands without wrinkles, oh, I would like to be that kind of woman, plastic and nylon and shiny, Žile would say.


Žile gave me a present of a nylon tablecloth, burgundy, with a cashmere pattern that is gradually disappearing, its outlines blurring and merging into a monochrome. Žile would adore bringing small gifts, two oranges for instance, which reminded me of the 1950s, of a cheerful poverty woven of difficult improvisations. That burgundy tablecloth was in fact a tear-proof fabric, it’s still on my kitchen table here, far away, a miraculous remnant of a former life of which almost nothing is left, and that fabric is the most ordinary junk, which I absolutely do not need and I don’t know why I’m writing about it. What I’m now pining for has evaporated, how and where it’s hard to say.


One more thing about Živka, whom we called Žile and who is not remotely essential to this story, just as the story itself is not essential, because it is a secondary story, small, it could be said to be riddled with holes. But lives are in fact built of insignificances, like fishing nets. What there is here, now, is full of illusions, empty squares, which give the impression of little cubes, but they are not cubes because they are made of air. These rickety windows, full of holes through which we put our fingers as we play, puncturing the invisible, are perhaps dreams, old dreams made entirely of breath and sighs, elusive, decayed dreams, because as we poke around them nothing hurts, anywhere, only the net twitches and the eye watches. At every touch, intended or not, that net of our days loses its shape, slides, slips away, moves in our hand to and fro, backwards and forwards and in a circle, without rhythm, without harmony, intractable, resembling the gigantic face of a surprised rubber man. If that web of our lives does not fall apart, it is because of the little knots, hundreds, thousands of tiny taut knots that hold it together, just because of them. In that way it becomes a false magic cloak, now visible, now invisible, with which we cover ourselves, with which we warm our reality. If it is turned upside down, that cloak is transformed into a basket, a little pannier in which we tidy away time, neatly, like freshly washed laundry.




The smallest basket in the world is seven millimetres across. There are basket museums and miniature museums, which are big because, generally speaking and quite absurdly, museums are large buildings, who knows why.





So, Žile has sailed into this story from some hidden meander, she bobbed up and floated in although she has not turned up in a dream of mine for twenty years, let alone in reality. Živka, known as Žile, who used to address my mother as “sister doctor”, is an episode, a small dot in my bloodstream, in my mindstream; along with a multitude of these invisible little knots, with delayed action, she is now fermenting, metastasising, the way an injection of felt silence (from an asylum) acts belatedly.


Žile suffered from trichotillomania. That is when a person pulls out their own hair, compulsively, obsessively: from their heads, leaving little bald white islands; the fuzz on their legs, with tweezers or their fingers – there’s no end to it; eyebrows; pubic hair. Maybe people know, I’m not sure, why it is mainly women who do it. Why do men not pluck their hair out like that, or so much? It was her pubic hair that Žile liked plucking the most. Look how smooth it is, she said pointing – It’s clean and soft, feel it, she would show us from the doorway, and then she would bequeath us two moist kisses because she always had a dewy upper lip, even in winter. I want to watch, I said once, and Žile said I couldn’t. I pluck myself when I’m alone, she said, straightening my collar which was like giving me a secret embrace, I do it when I don’t know what I’m doing, she said, I do it when I don’t know what to do, I won’t let you watch, I won’t.









 


This place here is neither a village nor a town, it let go of its geographic breadth and length, which now roam through space wailing like violin strings. Life in this town is painful, dying, as in the whole country.




For those who pass it without entering, the city is one thing; it is another for those who are trapped by it and never leave. There is the city where you arrive for the first time; and there is another city which you leave never to return. Each deserves a different name.







Calvino’s cities are invisible cities, or perhaps they’re not; perhaps they’re cities we use up in passing, on the hoof, and the flakes of their ruins come off on us, and out of them, these “invisible” cities whose bell towers rend our innards, new cities spring up within us, unhappy, tame and impassive, dangerous cities, sun-filled and lazy cities, which are then decanted out of us into reality and we walk along their streets, kiss on their squares, visit their alleyways, descend into their undergrounds, not knowing where we are or why.





I stand in the rain, in front of a shop window with white goods and other household apparatuses; so-called “white technology” is still a socialist stunt that simply will not vanish from the language. “White technology” is a term that comes from poor countries in which the first electric cookers were always white, in which red, yellow or blue fridges were unimaginable. Now, when even in the former “soc”-countries white technology is no longer necessarily white, it is still called white technology there, while “white technical appliances” sounds silly in English. “White technology” definitely came into these regions from Russia, from the Soviet Union, definitely. I stand in front of the shop window, waiting for someone. That someone is insignificant, I could just as well not wait. The shop window is low-down, the shop is the converted cellar of a five-storey apartment block. It is night. All my small domestic appliances are very old, more than thirty years old; I have old white technology. My vacuum cleaner is old, too. I might like to have an entire new set of white technology in dark blue, including the small appliances – toaster, juicer, coffee grinder, deep-fat fryer, electric carving knife, tin opener, all blue as though I were at sea. I sense a wave of nostalgia for new blue household appliances rising in me, perhaps that’s why I’m staring at this shop window, perhaps I’m not waiting for anyone at all.


There’s a small park behind me, empty, always empty, it makes me nervous. That’s the extent of this constricted nocturnal landscape in the rain.


This town has many constricted parts, a lot of small organs, it has an appendix, but you can get by without an appendix.


When I think about this town, that is, about life in this town, my stomach begins to churn, my jaw clicks like a padlock, it closes up, I turn my eyes away although they never rest on anything anymore, I shake my head, I don’t yet rock backwards and forwards, I don’t sway, cowering in the corner of my empty white room like people in films, not yet, I don’t yet hum, that’s the current situation.


We have not grown close, this town and I. Even if we do fuse one day, that doesn’t guarantee the birth of a mutual, unconditional, blind love. György Konrád adores his city, although all kinds of horrors happen to him constantly there. In the deadness of his city, he sees his own dying. That fusing with towns is a dangerous and, in its final outcome, senseless affair, an eternal battle which will suck the other in, which will infect the other, do the other to death, an eternal duel, a draining of the spirit, poison, that blindness, that feeble-minded carnival devotion, that perfidious, unequal game in which, employing low punches, protected by the sky and by time, the town usually wins. Even small towns win; they are stronger than people. It happens that they die, but still survive. Towns ought to be small inner organs that function by nourishing each other mutually. With the death of one, several others die out.




I could go away anywhere: I shall carry my town in a suitcase and in the lines of my face, like some kind of character fault, I have grown old in it, I cannot free myself from it, I am incapable of distinguishing it from myself. Motorways bypass it, visitors see the whole of it in just a few hours, and by the end of the following day anything more they could find out about it would be more or less repetition. This town interests only its inhabitants, but not even them greatly: a provincial football match sold out in advance, in the second half of which the home team just staggers over the muddy ground. A neglected, scowling, nervous town, it whines when it has to make a decision, does not have the courage to call things by their proper name, forgets its pledges, befriends the more successful and the stronger, imitating and hating them. It has never been able to get over the fateful accident of being dealt bad cards in the poker of history: it scatters its inhabitants, pays for everything in double time, half the day here is spent simulating life, in a ballet of work, ritual running on the spot.







Whose town is this? Konrád’s, or this town here, your town, “my” town?







I’ve grown tired of its whining self-deceptions, the sly theories it uses to justify its dejection, the obsessions that it stubbornly imposes as reality; and this stage-managed running the gauntlet, out of some kind of spite, this brazen skiving off school, all that underhand revenge, the snarling slogans with which they take their teachers to task: me today, you tomorrow; I too have long arms, I shall catch you out horribly one day; I prefer not to have a thing, if it means you do not have it either; we drink from the same flask, we piss in the same ditch, if you break away, that will be the end of you.





When the misunderstandings are eliminated, life in the town becomes simple and linear. The misunderstandings need to be eliminated.


*


There’s a telephone beside my computer. When I’m writing and it rings, I put out my hand to lift the receiver. Don’t pick up the receiver straight away, says Veronika. Let it ring at least three times. If you answer immediately, people will think, this woman’s got nothing to do, she’s just waiting for the phone to ring.


On the inside, this town is shrivelled. Inside it is as dry as obsolete ovaries, like little mummified human heads, stuffed, like the heads with which Conrad’s infamous Kurtz decorates the approach to his lair, while his African mistress shoots glances at anyone who approaches him and jangles her bracelets. This is a town that its faithful inhabitants, unlike its unfaithful ones, adore leafing through. These devotees of the town say, We leaf through our town with pride and read it, that is what they say. They arrange shreds of their town and call them shreds of history. These are shreds of the history of our town, they exclaim, when in fact they are foraging through the names of their dead, excavating the numbers of dead years, doggedly and self-importantly. When plunging into the deadness of their town (some) citizens perpetuate visits to the attic (or the cellar) of their lives, seeking the rubbish of virtual reality. I am here, I do not go out, I observe reality through the window, the reality not only of this town, but reality in general, reality crumbling, corroded by the past. That’s no kind of reality, that reality is worn out, used up, nothing to be done.




Memory is redundant: it repeats signs so that the city can begin to exist . . .


The Laudomia of the unborn does not transmit, like the city of the dead, any sense of security to the inhabitants of the living Laudomia: only alarm. In the end, the visitors’ thoughts find two paths open before them, and there is no telling which harbors more anguish: either you must think that the number of the unborn is far greater than the total of all the living and all the dead . . . Or else you think that Laudomia, too, will disappear, no telling when, and all its citizens with it . . .





There is a little street that goes downhill, constrained by a small stairway, it is short and fast and lined with pine trees. It’s called Viktor Finderlé. This Finderlé is dead of course, for otherwise he would not be nailed to a white marble plaque. All the streets here, and this is a significant change from socialist days when the streets were indicated by blue metal plaques, expendable blue plaques with white lettering, also expendable, all the streets here have marble plaques with the names chiselled into them, so that when they fall, they break. Otherwise, this Finderlé was a doctor, not that long dead, some still remember him, I imagine. To research Viktor Finderlé without being able to know what beset him in his dreams, without being able to know whether he wore brown suits or grey ones, shoes with plastic soles in winter, and brown open sandals with grey socks in summer, or perhaps calfskin moccasins and Egyptian poplin shirts, is pointless. Perhaps before he went to bed, in his communal flat, he would use a nailbrush to clean the collar of the off-white nylon shirts newly on sale, because all over Yugoslavia there were a fair number of communal flats into which people were stuffed when they were thrown out of their own, private flats, and there was a surplus of people and a lack of living space, which when you look at it from today’s perspective somehow evades all logic. Plastic shirts were very popular in “soc”-poverty, as was plastic altogether, even though they, these plastic shirts, soaked up the smell of men’s sweat and cheap cigarettes made from top-quality Macedonian tobacco so that in some areas (the armpits) those shirts would be irrevocably yellow. Men washed their plastic shirts so perhaps Dr Viktor Finderlé did too. Or perhaps Viktor Finderlé was a Jew. If he was a Jew, perhaps some of his close relatives had disappeared, perhaps his flat really had been taken from him, or perhaps not his, as he was a surviving Jew. Perhaps Dr Viktor Finderlé was circumcised, if he was a Jew, or perhaps not; not all Jews are circumcised. Perhaps Dr Viktor Finderlé had twelve pastel-coloured shirts and six white ones, all batiste cotton, all folded in his wardrobe, and they were ironed by his wife Magdalena Finderlé, née Buseho, or perhaps they were ironed by a servant called Laura, Rosetta or Perla, a beauty with red hair and a mole under her right eyebrow, the unmarried mother of little Samuel or Miguel, the illegitimate son of the lawyer Pauzner, a friend of Dr Viktor Finderlé and his best man, and perhaps also the mother of the illegitimate son of the priest, Cauze; today we can see all the things priests get up to although they’ve been doing it for ever, it’s all possible and immaterial. Whether Viktor Finderlé was a gynaecologist or a cardiologist is immaterial. Perhaps Viktor Finderlé was not called Viktor Finderlé at all but Dorian Fuchendrider and was not a doctor at all but an architect. In this town there were architects who also live on little marble plaques, at crossroads, high up.


Had I not stopped one sultry summer noon on the landing of Dr Finderlé’s Steps where there is today a little café with three tables, I wouldn’t have known that Viktor Finderlé ever existed. Had he not looked down on me like that from on high. Had I not seen that he was born in 1902 and that he died in 1964, when I was writing my leaving certificate essay at Moša Pijade secondary school on the subject of Lujo “Louis” Adamić, who allegedly committed suicide in America, although there are murmurings that he was eliminated by some agents or other for political reasons, because that was the age of McCarthyism when the F.B.I. followed people; they just followed people and collected confidential data. Later on the F.B.I. eased up a bit on the following and bugging because the archives were filling up at such speed that space was running out. I have some files from those F.B.I. archives, but I don’t want to talk about them now.


Sometimes curious coincidences occur, those coincidences have nothing to do with this town, they are general coincidences, existential coincidences, overlappings, crisscrossings, chance happenings never fully resolved, little cosmic earthquakes, that is, neglected time, melted time, resembling literary fabrications, elusive.


In the book Totenwande there is a half-invented story about a girl, Jacqueline Morgenstern, who was transferred with another nineteen children aged between five and twelve, by order of the S.S.-Obergruppenführer Dr Kurt Heissmeyer, on 27 November, 1944, from Auschwitz to the Neuengamme camp. In the Neuengamme camp, with the moral and material support of the Bayer pharmaceutical factory, S.S.-Obergruppenführer Dr Kurt Heissmeyer carried out experiments on those children, but also on adults, injecting into their bloodstream living tuberculosis bacilli and fiddling with their lymph glands, which he sent in special little thermos flasks to the Bayer central facility, at that time in Leverkusen, far down to the south-west of Hamburg; that is why the thermos flasks were important, because in spite of the cold weather, the little sections of children’s lungs and other organs would certainly have gone bad. Otherwise, when it was founded by Friedrich Bayer in 1863, the Bayer factory produced dyes for fabrics and was called Farbenfabriken vormals Friedr. Bayer & Co., later it reoriented itself to producing medication, when the chemist Carl Duisberg began to work there, and later still to experimentation. So, at that time in that camp near beautiful Hamburg on the splendid River Elbe, the adults die quickly, while the children die slowly. On 20 April, 1945, twelve days before Germany’s capitulation, the Allied British troops were eight kilometres from Hamburg, and perhaps ten kilometres from Bullenhuser Damm School, remodelled into the satellite camp Neuengamme. As the British troops marched, Dr Kurt Heissmeyer’s assistants hastily killed the children, first by injecting them with morphine, then by hanging them on hooks, down there in the cellar of Bullenhuser Damm School, in order to erase the traces of their medical experiments. Had the British troops marched a little faster, today those children would no longer be children, some of them would surely be alive. Those living, surviving children would now be between sixty-two and sixty-nine years old and have minor discomforts: osteoporosis, high blood pressure, problems with their prostate, failing sight, maybe the occasional glaucoma, high cholesterol, diabetes, that sort of ordinary thing. Some children would be bald because they would no longer be children. Those children were born in Poland, but there were also children from the Netherlands and France, there was a little girl from Yugoslavia and a little boy from Italy. The boy from Italy was called Sergio de Simone.


When Sergio de Simone, his lungs riddled with tuberculosis, feverish, weak, with sunken but glistening eyes and pink cheeks, perspiring, in a thin little, no longer white hospital shirt, was hung on a hook together with Eleonora Witonska (five) from Poland (the smaller children were hung in pairs because of a shortage of hooks), he was seven years old. His mother Gisella had remained in Auschwitz, quite unhappy, one could say crazed with grief.


The book Totenwande had already been published when I received a letter in which it said that Sergio de Simone was born in Naples on 29 November, 1937, to his father Edoardo and his mother Gisella, née Perlow, that the family had lived in the town of Fiume, where on 28 March, 1944, the Germans arrested Sergio de Simone (six) and took him to Auschwitz, that the boy had arrived in Auschwitz on 4 April of that year, that he was branded with the number 179614, that he was killed in Hamburg on 20 April, 1945, and that his mother Gisella Perlow, born in Russia on 23 September, 1904, the daughter of Mario Perlow and Rosa Farberow, had been deported to Auschwitz with him. The letter went on to say that the convoy in which they travelled was called convoy 25T and that in that convoy there were almost all the Perlows: Aron, Carola, Giuseppe, Mario (Gisella’s father, Sergio’s grandfather), Mira and Paula (perhaps Gisella’s sisters, Sergio’s aunts) and Rosa née Farberow (Gisella’s mother, Sergio’s grandmother). The letter does not say what happened to Sergio’s father Edoardo. Gisella and Mira survived Auschwitz, but that was no use to Gisella, her son Sergio might never have existed, perhaps all that was left of him was a small heap, a little mound of ash, because after they were hung up, the children were returned to Neuengamme since the ovens for burning people were still working there while in Bullenhuser Damm School they were not. Gisella continued to live, although without much enthusiasm, it’s not known for how long. In 1946 she was forty-two years old and, if she had wanted a child, which she did not, she was no longer able to conceive. The name Sergio de Simone is engraved on the Monument to the Victims of Fascism in the Jewish cemetery in this town, that is also written in the letter. So a half-fiction, a fabrication (literary) became reality buried in my neighbourhood.


The number on Sergio de Simone’s arm, number 179614, is a number to be remembered, it’s not an anonymous number, there are other numbers like it. Except that by now various data and numbers have multiplied so much and are still multiplying in a geometric progression so that people are frustrated, they cannot remember absolutely everything. People have numbers that must be remembered, such as the numbers of their credit cards and a P.I.N. for each card, so that they can easily withdraw money at cash points all over the world, then they have the numbers of their landline and mobile telephones, then the P.I.N.s for their mobile phones, then the numbers of their bank accounts, they have various personal identification numbers, and it is crucial that these are memorised too, as without them they could not access any piece of official information. Then, people have the dates of various birthdays to remember, because remembering birthdays enriches human communication, ennobles it, so people become close and intimate. Then people have a heap of passwords to remember, particularly if they wish to remain linked in. People really cannot remember everything, so they make a selection, discard, sift, clear out, they remember some data, compress some, bury some for better times, throw some out. The number 179614 should be remembered because, as Wisława Szymborska says, it is a number that history has forgotten, as though it did not exist, as though it had never existed. There are many numbers like it stored in the earth’s memory, and new ones keep arriving. Here we have an UNROUNDED-UP number, the number 179614, which reminds one of a telephone number, 179 614, of the telephone number of a nameless person from a small town, or perhaps the telephone number of a person we know from a small town, a number neither easy nor hard to remember, a middling number, not particularly cheerful nor particularly interesting, a number called Sergio de Simone.





	179614
	
History rounds off skeletons to zero.
A thousand and one is still only a thousand.
That one seems never to have existed:
a fictitious fetus, an empty cradle,
a primer opened for no-one,
air that laughs, cries and grows,
stairs for a void bounding out to the garden,
no-one’s spot in the ranks.






The little park behind me is a round space, asphalted and with no swings. All you can do in that little, useless park is sit and watch a thin, artificial waterfall trickle over artificial stones. The park doesn’t even have sounds, because its sounds are stolen by the noise of the traffic. It’s a boring park, I’d never take a child or a dog there. The park has no bushes, the tree tops above it are as rare as the hair of a post-menopausal woman. I see that there are a lot of women like that in this town, those women with thin hair through which the perspiring crowns of their heads gleam, I used not to notice that. I used to think that only men lost their hair, now in this town I see – women also grow bald. It’s to do with hormones.


This town has no municipal parks, just two or three cemetery parks. My memories are not here because, as I said, I have no-one even in a cemetery here. That is, I see now, my greatest lack, that lack of the dead nearby. If I had several of my own dead nearby, even in the form of dust, perhaps things would be better. What if I die here?


*


I stand, staring through the glass at the white goods and small domestic appliances. How do you say “kos” in English? How? I am forgetting my languages. I am losing my language. “Raven.” No. “Raven” is not “kos”.




Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,


Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore –


While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,


As of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.





“Kos?” A bird like a tiny embodied death that hops; a bird like a flying death, like a funeral song, like an ode, a bird like a golden call. A “kos” is so small.




Don’t trust your memory; your memory is a net full of holes; the past and the present slip through it, everything slips through your memory, your memory is a hole.





“Blackbird.” I looked it up, it’s “blackbird”. “Blackbird” is a daft word for “kos”. And “kos” is a daft word for a kos. They should both be called “merula”. Merula has a roll to it, blackbird and kos have no roll. Merula has smallness and cheerfulness that fly. A blackbird should definitely be called merula, because merula is feminine in gender, as is bird in my language, as is death.


Don’t trust your memory


Ha! What’s “čičak” in English? It’s “thistle”.


*


We are entering a summer afternoon. We climb towards the top of the fortified town on a peninsula studded with little stone towns. They are proper little towns, very serious, serious as monuments and silent; they are towns with palaces and miniature theatres, towns with loggias and graveyards and coats of arms, towns with church towers and painted sundials on which time makes real Renaissance shadows. They are towns with few people and many cats in which dust in the air trembles like silver because in those towns there is no mud although the rains in them are violent and passionate; they are stone fortresses, which have been bathed by crystal rains, for centuries.


We’re moving away from the sea, there’s a scent of hazelnuts. There are cicadas and thistles. Oscar has just emerged from his liaison with Liv Ullman, Lila has long hair, red, and a little diamond ring, David is taking Antabuse. We wander around the ramparts and pick small pears. The figs are small too. The mulberry trees have no fruit. Our shoulders are bare. So are our feet. Then Oscar asks, How do you say “čičak” in English? And no-one knows. Then Oscar says: It’s “thistle”. He learned that while he was with Liv Ullman in New York.


This town here, in which today I am looking for the subways of reality, was then, as we climbed, young and beautiful, just a dot on the edge of our field of consciousness; this town existed then as marginalia, as a cognitive periphery, as a succusion of insignificance. Its outlines sway in the mist of the future, from which I turn away, and which is now here, that future, coming unexpectedly and saying, I am your present. It’s a worn-out and dilapidated present, moth-eaten, gap-toothed and sick – who could have imagined that such terrible deceptions were already stalking our youth.


Lila killed herself, she was still warm when they found her. She had a little dressing table with a hinged mirror, which she never dusted or looked at herself in. She wrote messages on the mirror in Spanish. No-one read her messages. David died of several incurable diseases. When anyone says “čičak”, I know, in English, “čičak” is “thistle”.


Near the little fortified town that slides down the slopes and dives into vineyards, within reach of a magically sensuous, drunken landscape, there’s a factory for processing turkey meat. In this part of the world, turkeys are the size of small sheep, they’re turned into smoked products for cold cuts. In restaurants, the turkeys are served with truffles, which are all the rage now, particularly for some people who have absolutely no connection with this (Istrian) region. Near the fortified town, in fact under its skirts, there’s a quarry whose marble is built into various histories, distant and close at hand, and has been shipped all over the world for centuries. There’s also a wallpaper factory down there and a yarn factory, all in that valley through which prowls the silhouette of a giant as he rows, chained to the worn boards of a Venetian galleon, dreaming of freedom. In that valley my grandfather’s house still crouches, empty as a shadow, struck dumb by smallness. Since it is impossible to transplant that house into my memory because the house never reached my memory at all, because the house died before I was born, I brought a photograph in which the little house can clearly be seen breathing, that white house in front of which my three-year-old father, bald and unaccountably serious, is standing, astounded, in wide breeches, barefoot, I brought that photograph to a village stonemason and carver and said, Bring this past back to life for me. Then I took the little house he made of white stone, with real little windows and a balustrade with a malmsey vine winding over it, and a real low entrance, very dark, and a loft where many years earlier I had found a black bowler hat, two torn lace curtains and literature about bee-keeping, I took the little house on a base of unworked stone, somehow absurdly heavy, to show my eighty-year-old father, and, quite unexpectedly, it made him profoundly sad. My father wanted to keep the little house on the small, elegant mahogany table, oval and one-legged, brought I think from India in the lifetime of people unknown to me (or to him), on that small table standing beside the armchair where my father could have sat and travelled back into the misty days wrapped in a music only he could know. He wished to gaze at his miniature home, his playhouse, to walk through the empty rooms in which the floor was wooden, but white, because the stone carver had built in the floors as well. But my father’s wife, who had no connection whatever with his former life, that woman who is of course not my mother, because my mother is dead, and if she were not dead she would have been delighted with the little house, I know for certain, that woman said: Not here! It’s in the way. When I sometimes (increasingly rarely) go to see my father in the town that could be called my home town, but that is quite alien to me, just as this little town in which I am currently living is alien, as all the towns through which I have been running for the last decade are alien, just as the town in which I lived for forty years became suddenly removed and alienated when once, not long ago, I went to see it briefly, it is hard to say now why this is the case, so, whenever I go to visit my father, I find him sitting in the kitchen (until that woman’s day he never sat in kitchens because our family kitchens weren’t conceived as places for sitting; my father sat at desks in studies, that’s how it was, what can you do?), I find him in a kitchen which is not his kitchen at all, but a Dutch kitchen from a catalogue, greenish and expensive, I find him leafing through old letters and old books. Each time I find the kitchen smaller and more cramped, while my father, like a galley slave, like a giant chained to his life, waits for death.
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